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Do we get what we pay for in weapon systems acquisition?

The article below outlines an approach that sheds new light on an issue

that has generated heated debate in the past.

[any observers believe that the decline in defense
Upending in the 1970s bequeathed to the United
States a "heritage of weakness." Over the last decade, ac-
cording to some analysts, the Soviets have closed the gap
in conventional military-force capability that existed in
1970 and may even have achieved superiority.1 The U.S.
is pursuing force modernization to help redress the
imbalance, and thus far in the 1980s, the nation appears to
have reached a consensus on the importance of this initia-
tive in strengthening the defense posture. At the same
time, concern over the resources such an effort will
consume has underscored the need for wise and cost-
effective defense expenditure decisions.

Given the current political and fiscal climate, the re-
newed emphasis on force modernization raises two key is-
sues. First, how do we measure the relative strengths of
U.S. and. Soviet weapon systems? Without such a meas-
ure, the nation is ill-equipped to determine the extent of
force modernization needed. Second, how do we estimate
the cost of acquiring increased force capability and then
determine the most cost-effective strategy for doing so?
This article describes a study which addresses these
issues.2

The authors used the F-4B, shown here with an E-2A early
warning aircraft over Vietnam In 1968, as the baseline aircraft
in assessing the alrframe performance of other tactical
fighters.

The study had a twofold purpose. One objective was to
develop a methodology that would permit qualitative com-
parison of U.S. and Soviet weapon systems in order to
measure modernization rates. The second was to relate ac-
quisition costs to performance characteristics.

Tactical aircraft were the focus of the study, We formu-
lated a model that provides relative performance figures of
merit and assembled a data base on the procurement costs
of tactical aircraft. By analyzing the cost data and per-
formance figures, we were able to draw conclusions about
which procurement strategies should enable the U.S. to ac-
quire tactical aircraft in the most cost-effective manner.

Figures of merit for tactical aircraft

To derive relative performance figures of merit, we used
the technique for assessing comparative force moderniza-
tion, a model more commonly referred to as TASCFORM-
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